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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Fifteen

(continued)

N Y Cd By Professor Yeh Chia-ying
B IR niE English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team
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Tao Yuanming made the decision to retreat to a simple farm
life. Even his wife and children had to bear this hardship with
him. This made me think of a poet named Zhu Dunru (5RZf%).

Zhu Dunru became easily swayed when he was old, going
along with Qin Kuai (£#g) the prime minister who killed the
famous General Yue Fei). He did not do this of his own will,
but because Qin Kuai was his son’s friend who had also wanted
Zhu Dunru to be Qin’s grandson’s teacher. When Zhu Dunru
was young, he was so at ease and full of noble ideals, like those
he wrote in this verse, “Writing ten thousand poems, drinking a
thousand glasses of wine, when have I ever looked at the king and
his relatives?”! )

How lofty and carefree he was! Then, why did he agree to
come at Qin Kuai’s request when he became old? It was because

of his consideration for his family. This is what everyone has —

! Zhu Dunru, Poem: “Partridges in the Sky” (5K, zhe gi tian).
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the loving heart of a parent. People may choose not to care for
themselves, but how could they not think of their families? If
we can understand Zhu Dunru’s decision was forced and that
he made it to protect his family, especially his children when
he was older, then we will know Tao Yuanming’s decision was
very hard to make.

Tao Yuanming said in a letter to his sons that because of
his decision to farm, “7 have made all of you suffer hunger and
cold along with me since your childhood.” He also said, “You are
young and your family is poor. When will you be exempt from the
labor of carrying firewood and water? I have these thoughts in my
mind, but how do I express them out loud?”*

For thousands of years, we have thought that Tao Yuanming
was very aloof and carefree, but many people don’t know the
price he paid! What he endured was not only his own hardship,
suffering, hunger, and cold, but also the hardships, suffering,
hunger, and cold of his whole family, and also his wife and
children who could not understand him! This is where Tao
Yuanming and Zhu Dunru differ in character. Tao wanted to
“Disregard all the frivolous talk.” No matter how many people
criticized him and said he was wrong, he paid no attention to
them.

But, “I prefer to follow my hearts dictates,” is written in a
very mild manner, yet it has a very firm tone. Tao’s poems
usually use this tone. As Tao said before, “Let us share this
drink happily, but my cart will not turn around.” He was
essentially saying, “Let’s have a glass of wine together, but it
is not possible for me to go with you.” Tao Yuanming did not
speak harshly or talk sternly to others, nor did he ever shout
loudly at people. Nevertheless, he said “Say whatever you want
to say, but I will walk the path I have chosen.” You see, how
calm and firm is his mind.

Therefore, the more of Tao’s poems we read, the more we
understand about his character, integrity, and refined personal
nature because every poem is a natural expression of the
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cultivation of the poet’s character. soTo be continued
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2 Tao Yuanming, “My Letter to Yan and the Other Children.”
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